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Jean-Marc Peyer, alias CHE PEYER, knows the rhythm of the great stages - and the silence that follows. As one of Switzerland's most successful artists, the gifted pianist and blues harpist has performed over 4,000 concerts in the most prestigious halls across Europe. Numerous awards, alongside gold and platinum records, stand testament to a musical career that has always been defined by perfect timing and genuine, unvarnished passion.

Yet Peyer's virtuosity does not end at the keys of his piano. As a writer, he matches his musical talent in every way. Following his profound book series "Between Light and Shadow – Lyrical Explorations of the Nature of Life and Hidden Struggles", he now turns his attention to the abysses of human nature in crime fiction.

With the same keen instinct he once used to select the notes of a blues solo, Peyer now orchestrates suspense on paper. He pulls his readers into a Zürich that beats to the rhythm of money and algorithms, creating characters full of striking contrasts. On one side, the unwavering Inspector Marc Berger: a man from another era, who digs for the truth with analog persistence, wearing a heavy jacket and writing in ink in a digital world. On the other side, the brilliant hacker Elena Petrov, who operates in the flickering shadows of the very networks Berger eyes with such deep suspicion.

Like a masterful composition, Peyer lets these two worlds collide in

"THE SPRAY OF THE ALIBI

A case for Inspector Marc Berger”

He composes a thriller about deception, revenge, and the cracks beneath their seemingly perfect surfaces - a book that grips the reader and doesn't let go until the final chord.

Dear Readers,

There are moments in life when a vague idea evolves into a tangible world. You are holding exactly such a moment in your hands: my crime novel „The Spray of the Alibi, the starting point of a four-part thriller series centred around Inspector Marc Berger.
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When I began to create Berger's world, I wanted to write a genuine "Swiss Noir, to show a Zürich that lies far beyond the picturesque postcard motifs – atmospheric, dark, damp, and full of secrets. A world where analog instincts collide with an overpowering digital threat, and where it isn't always clear who is the hunter and who is the hunted.

Marc Berger is an old-school investigator, rough around the edges and driven by an unyielding tenacity. Having you accompany him on his first case means the world to me.

I invite you to dive into the shadows of the city with me.

Turn up your collar, buckle up – it's going to be an unpredictable journey.

Enjoy the book and have a thrilling read!

Warm regards,

Che Peyer




"Welcome to the calm after the storm.

Welcome to the world of Inspector Marc Berger."
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How do you catch a murderer who leaves no traces, only code?

Inspector Marc Berger is an analog dinosaur in an increasingly digital world. He trusts his notebook and his Montblanc fountain pen more than Zürich's flawless, networked facades. Yet his incorruptible nature becomes his downfall: suddenly, he finds himself in the crosshairs of justice, accused of corruption.

Berger quickly realizes he is merely a pawn in a much larger, cold-blooded game. Behind the conspiracy hides a brilliant, manipulative mind – "The Architect." He has unleashed a murderous algorithm that eliminates high-ranking targets through seemingly flawless high-tech accidents. An icy "symmetry of revenge" is set in motion.

To prove his innocence and stop the invisible murder spree, Berger must forge a pact with the unknown. Of all people, the enigmatic cyber-specialist and millionaire heiress Elena Petrov becomes his most crucial ally. A breathless chase begins, driving the mismatched duo from the courtrooms of Zürich to the rugged, mist-shrouded gorges of the Jura mountains.

A captivating Swiss Noir thriller about the architecture of deception and the merciless battle between digital supremacy and human instinct.




Prologue:


The Ink of Truth

Zürich is a city of clocks. It dictates the rhythm of money, of trains, and of flawless facades. In this city, disorder is regarded as a mistake, chaos as a failure, and dirt as something to be wiped away before anyone notices.

Inspector Marc Berger loses trust in all clocks. He does not trust the time that is measured digitally, and he does not trust the cleanliness that only polishes the surface.

Berger believes in what remains when the ticking falls silent. He believes in the spray on the lake that leaves traces long after the water has calmed. He believes in the shadow an algorithm casts when you pull the plug. He is a man from another time. He wears a blazer instead of a raincoat because he wants to feel the rain rather than ward it off. He writes with a heavy Montblanc fountain pen in an analog notebook because ink that sinks into paper is more honest than pixels on a screen. Ink cannot be erased without leaving a mark.

This book is not a collection of reports. It is a mapping of the cracks in the foundation. It tells of the architecture of deception and the symmetry of revenge. It tells of people who believed they could control the system, and of an Inspector who wants to control only one thing: the moment the truth comes to light.

Welcome to the silence after the storm. Welcome to the world of Inspector Marc Berger.




The Spray of the Alibi


The Architecture of Deception

Part 1 of the Inspector Marc Berger Crime Series


Chapter 1: Gold Rush

For a moment, the world was only yellow and creamy. Marc Berger drew on the thick straw, letting the mixture of pineapple, banana, and the sharp notes of ginger and turmeric linger on his tongue.

“Enjoying it, Inspector?”

Berger blinked into the sun, which beat down on the terrace of the camping restaurant at Türlersee. He nodded to the waitress. “A poem, as always, Vreni. The ‘Gold Rush’ is the only thing that keeps me sane.” He sat in his usual spot, back to the wooden wall, gaze sweeping over the idyllic lake, which lay like a dark emerald between the hills. On the table before him lay his leather-bound notebook and the heavy black resin fountain pen. No files, no corpses, just the gentle lapping of the water and the distant laughter of children on the campsite.

It was his ritual. When the walls of his small apartment in Wollishofen grew too tight, or the glass-like chill of the Police and Justice Center (PJZ) crept into his bones, he drove here. A 22-minute escape.

He closed the notebook. He had written nothing. That was a good sign.

Berger glanced at his watch. Duty called. He placed a twenty-franc note on the table – tip included – and rose. He wasn’t tall, more the build of a veteran wrestler, somewhat stocky, but power was hidden beneath his jacket. He brushed the black lock of hair from his forehead, which constantly fell into his field of vision, and walked to his car.

The Volvo 940, vintage 1996, stood in the shade of an oak. The paint was a little dull at the edges, but the engine was indestructible. Berger affectionately patted the roof before getting in. The car smelled of old leather and petrol.

The drive back over the Albispass was routine. Berger knew every bump in the road. A few minutes after leaving the restaurant, shortly after the long straight where the road already sloped steadily uphill, he instinctively eased off the gas. Here, at the first of the two notorious hairpin bends before Türlen, he saw fresh scratch marks on the guardrail – another motorcyclist who had underestimated physics. Berger shook his head. The road forgave no mistakes. Just like his job.

As he reached Güterstrasse in Zürich, grey clouds gathered. The sky above the massive concrete slab of the PJZ turned an unhealthy violet. Berger parked the Volvo in his assigned spot. He got out and felt the first heavy drops.

A colleague would have turned up his collar or opened an umbrella. Not Berger. He hated hats; he detested raincoats. He let the rain drum on his jacket, inhaled the damp air, and walked towards the entrance.

But today, the security gate did not open as usual.

Two uniformed officers blocked his way. He knew them. Müller (3) and Hugentobler.

“Morning, boys,” Berger said, reaching for his badge.

“Keep your hands where we can see them, Marc,” Müller (3) said. His voice trembled slightly.

Berger paused. “What’s this nonsense?”

“Inspector Marc Berger,” a sharp voice rang out from behind the uniformed officers. Prosecutor Riemer stepped into the bright light of the entrance hall. Beside her stood two men from Internal Affairs. “You are provisionally arrested.”

Berger gave a short, dry, humourless laugh. “Is this a late April Fool’s joke, Riemer?”

“On urgent suspicion of evidence tampering, corruption, and aiding and abetting murder in the ‘Kronenhalle’ case.”

The words hung in the air like poison gas.

Before Berger could react, two hands grabbed him. His arms were twisted behind his back. The click of the handcuffs echoed sickeningly loud through the foyer.

Outside, it began to pour. Through the glass doors, Berger saw his old Volvo standing alone in the rain. It suddenly looked as abandoned as he felt.


Chapter 2: Cell 4

He knew the office where he was interrogated well.

He had often made dozens of suspects sit here himself to soften them up. Now he sat in the chair, bolted to the floor.

His fountain pen was gone. His notebook was gone.

His tie had been taken from him.

“We have the account movements, Marc,” said the Internal Affairs investigator. A young guy, cleanshaven cheeks, ambitious. He used an informal ‘du’ with Berger, which irritated him more than the accusation itself. “One hundred thousand Franken. Transferred from a shell company in the Caymans directly connected to the cartel you were investigating.”

“I don’t have an account in the Caymans,” Berger said calmly. His voice sounded strange to his own ears.

“The money was transferred to your private account at the Zürcher Kantonalbank. This morning.” The investigator slammed a printout onto the table.

Berger looked at the numbers. His account number.

His name. And a sum that exceeded his annual salary.

“This is planted,” Berger said. “You know that.”

“And the witness statement?” Prosecutor Riemer leaned against the wall. “The bartender who saw you meet with the middleman? The surveillance camera video that shows you at the meeting location at the relevant time?”

“I was at Türlersee,” Berger said. “I went for a walk.”

“Alone?”

Berger remained silent. He was always alone. That was his problem.

“No witnesses, no alibi,” Riemer stated. “And we found the murder weapon in your locker. The ballistics match.”

Berger felt the ground open beneath him. In his locker? That was impossible. Only he had the key. Or someone who was good enough to crack a PJZ security lock without leaving a trace.

A name flashed in his memory. A face with cold, blue eyes. But that was impossible. The man was in JVA Tignez. In the high-security wing.

“You’re making a mistake,” Berger said softly.

“The only mistake was trusting you for so long,” Riemer said coldly. “Take him away.”

Outside the PJZ, media vans had already lined up. As Berger, flanked by two police officers, was led to the transport vehicle, cameras flashed like a strobe storm.

“Inspector Berger! Did you take the money?”

“Is the Zürich police corrupt?”

A microphone with the SRF logo was almost thrust into his face. Berger did not lower his head. He looked directly into the lens of the NZZ photographer. The rain had made his hair dark and heavy, the lock clinging to his forehead. He wore no coat; his shirt was soaked, his jacket heavy. He was cold, but he didn’t shiver.

He knew who would see that picture on the front page tomorrow. And he knew this was just the beginning.


Chapter 3: The Shadow in the Mountains

One hundred and fifty kilometers southeast. Canton Graubünden.

JVA Tignez in Cazis was a modern building, concrete and steel, nestled in the rugged landscape.

In a cell in wing A, a man sat on his bed. He wore the grey institutional clothes, but the way he wore them made them look like a tailored suit. He was eating an apple, precisely slicing pieces with a small plastic knife.

The television on the wall played softly. A special report from “Schweiz aktuell.” The images showed Berger being led away, wet and in handcuffs.

A faint smile curled the prisoner’s lips.

His lawyer, sitting opposite him, cleared his throat.

“Bail was denied. Risk of flight. The evidence is overwhelming. His reputation is ruined.”

“Good,” said the prisoner. He had a cultivated voice, soft and melodic. “But prison isn’t enough. I want him to break. I want him to doubt his own perception.”

“We searched his apartment, as you requested,” the lawyer said. “We planted what you asked for.”

“And the notebook?”

“Confiscated by the public prosecutor. But they won’t find anything in it that helps him.”

The prisoner nodded. “Berger thinks he’s clever with his little observations and his fountain pen. He thinks he sees details others overlook.” He bit into an apple slice. “This time, I painted the details. And he’s just a figure in my picture.”

He looked back at the screen, where Berger was being pushed into the police car.

“Welcome to hell, Marc,” he whispered.


Chapter 4: The Cage

The cold of the cell crept into his bones, colder even than the rain he’d had to feel outside. Four walls, a cot, a tiny window with a barred view of an even smaller yard – the cage was stark, functional, and noisy. The constant hum of the ventilation and the distant sounds of the remand prison in Zürich district 4 gnawed at his nerves. An hour was an eternity. A day, a century.

Berger sat on the edge of the cot, hands resting on his knees. He had barely slept the night. Again and again, he had replayed Prosecutor Riemer’s accusations in his mind. Evidence tampering. Corruption. Aiding and abetting murder in the “Kronenhalle” case. It was a masterpiece of perfidy, how everything interlocked. His allegedly fake bank account, into which the large sum flowed.

The murder weapon found in his locker, secured by his own locker number and allegedly his fingerprints. The bartender who claimed to have seen him with the middleman – the man who was found dead the next day, and whose death was now being attributed to Berger.

The video showing him at the crime scene.

He didn’t understand it. Or did he? The cold, cunning eyes of the man in JVA Tignez flashed in his memory. He had sworn he would destroy him. But like this? From custody?

“Berger, visitor,” a rough voice ripped him from his thoughts.

The iron door opened. A young man with an uncertain look, dressed in a ill-fitting suit, entered. He introduced himself as Public Defender Bänninger, assigned by the state. Berger nodded curtly. He knew the type. Unmotivated, overworked, trimmed to minimal performance.

“The situation is serious, Inspector,” Bänninger began. “Very serious. The prosecution has an incredible amount of material. And it’s all… convincing.”

“Convincingly forged,” Berger growled.

Bänninger shrugged. “We would have to prove that. And so far, we have… nothing. Your alibi is non-existent. All witnesses speak against you. The technical evidence is… seamless.”

Berger felt a pang. The seamless evidence. That was the stamp he himself had so often put under files. Now he was the victim.

“I was at Türlersee,” Berger said again, almost pleadingly. “Alone. Walking. To think.”

“Three hours. Without witnesses, without a cell signal that could track your movements, without camera footage,” Bänninger stated. “A perfect gap, if you have something to hide. Or someone wanted that gap to exist.”

The lawyer seemed to sense his despair. “Do you have enemies, Inspector? Someone who wants to do this to you?”

Berger remained silent. Should he tell him about it? About the man in Cazis? Bänninger would think him paranoid. The file was closed, the man convicted, held in a high-security prison. How could he orchestrate this?

“We just searched the last of your personal belongings,” Bänninger continued, as Berger leaned against the cold wall. “Your notebook. Did you perhaps note anything in it that could help you? A kind of hidden clue about your activities that evening?”

Berger thought of his notebook. His faithful companion. His memory on paper. He had meticulously noted everything, his observations, his thoughts, his suspicions. It was his second brain.

“It contains no false alibis,” Berger said softly. “But it contains the truth.”

Bänninger sighed. “The prosecution sees it differently. They suspect it might contain evidence of your… machinations. It was confiscated. All documents are now in their hands.”

A stabbing pain went through Berger. His notebook. His notes. The essence of his work, his method. All gone.

As Bänninger left the cell and the heavy door clanged shut behind him, Berger felt a leaden fatigue wash over him. He stood up, went to the tiny washbasin, and splashed cold water on his face.

He felt something in his breast pocket. A small, folded piece of paper he must have unconsciously tucked there. Not in the inner pocket of his jacket, where the notebook was, but in the small outer pocket intended for his fountain pen. He pulled it out. It was a tear-off slip from one of the notepads he used in his notebook. Just a small snippet, scrawled somewhat illegibly. An observation that had seemed insignificant to him when he wrote it down at Türlersee, just before the sun disappeared behind the hills of Aeugst.

He hadn’t noticed it during the last interrogation; the police officers had overlooked it in their hasty search for incriminating evidence. It was so small, so inconspicuous, so irrelevant for the “big” evidence that it went unnoticed.

It was a series of numbers. And a word.

A single, seemingly unrelated word.

Berger carefully placed the slip in his palm. It wasn’t much. But it was the only thing he had left. A tiny thread protruding from the overwhelming fabric of evidence. A last remnant of his own perception, which threatened to abandon him more and more in this cage.


Chapter 5: In the Rain

The numbers danced before Berger’s eyes on the lawyer’s monitor. A sum that exceeded not only his entire savings but the fortune of three generations of his family. “Three hundred and fifty thousand Franken,” Bänninger said, rubbing his temples. “That’s a statement, Mr. Berger. The prosecution doesn’t just want to take you to court. They want to ruin you. They want to make an example.”

Berger leaned back in the visiting room of the remand prison. The air smelled of disinfectant and hopelessness. “I don’t even have a tenth of that,” he said dryly. His voice was husky, rougher than usual. The days in the cage had left their mark. He had stopped reading the headlines that Bänninger dutifully presented to him. The “NZZ” spoke of “Abyss in the PJZ,” “SRF” analyzed the “Crisis of the Zürich Corps.” He had become a symbol. A fallen hero, whom people gleefully accused of never having been one.

The phone calls Bänninger made for him all ended in nothing. Colleagues with whom he had stood shoulder to shoulder for decades remained silent or referred to ongoing investigations. Friends who had counted on his help avoided him. He had always known it: Marc Berger functioned on duty. Privately, he was a loner whose relationships had too often failed due to irregular working hours. No one who would raise three hundred and fifty thousand Franken for him. No one who could or would take that risk.

“There’s no one who would just conjure up that sum,” Bänninger concluded. “Without collateral, without… a very good reason.”

Berger closed his eyes. He thought of the small slip of paper in his pocket, which he had secretly placed there when his personal effects were taken. The numbers. The word. A straw in an ocean of despair. But it wasn’t a lifebuoy yet. Then the call came. Not from Bänninger, but from the head of service himself, who was not normally responsible for such matters.

“A woman has posted bail,” the voice on the phone said, sounding surprisingly composed. “Anonymously. With the condition that the release is immediate and that you do not leave the canton of Zürich.” Berger stared blankly. Anonymous? Three hundred and fifty thousand? Who the hell…?

Two hours later, when the sun had long set and the night sky over Zürich was filtered by a light drizzle, Marc Berger stood outside the gates of the remand prison in Zürich district 4. The steel doors that closed behind him were heavy, definitive. He was free. Physically.

He wore the same clothes as on the day of his arrest. His jacket was crumpled, his shirt clung to him. It wasn’t raining hard, rather a fine, cold mist that fell on his hair and face. He raised his hand and wiped the drops from his eyebrows, as if to wipe away the past few days.

No coat. Never a coat. That used to make him seem unapproachable, determined. Now it made him naked, vulnerable.

His gaze swept across the empty forecourt. No Volvo. No taxi stand. Not a soul. Just the sound of the rain and the distant hum of the city.

The drizzle intensified. He felt the cold slowly seep into his bones. He was physically free, but trapped in a web of accusations, betrayal, and inexplicable help.

Who was this woman? And why did she do this?

He pulled his shoulders up, his gaze fixed on the wet road. He still had that slip of paper. That one small, insignificant detail.

A cold breath of determination passed through him. He was down. But he was not broken.


Chapter 6: The Needle in the Haystack

The rain had turned into an relentless drizzle by the time Berger finally reached his apartment in Wollishofen. The walk from the remand prison to the tram stop, the ride, the silence of the other passengers – it had been an ordeal. He, who usually read the city like an open book, now felt like an alien. Every glance, every whispered sentence seemed to be directed at him. He, who stood for order and justice, was now the outcast.

The door of his modest apartment – two rooms, a balcony overlooking another rental building – was undamaged. Not that he expected anything else. The official search had already taken place. Inside, it smelled stale, like a house left alone for too long. He turned on the light to counteract the gloomy atmosphere and let his wet clothes slide carelessly to the floor. Raincoat? Still not an option.

His first stop was not the kitchen or the bathroom, but an inconspicuous shelf in the living room. Between antique crime novels and yellowed travel guides lay a small, also leather-bound, notebook – a duplicate of his official notebook, which he used for personal thoughts, for those quirky observations too trivial for official files. A small detail that had escaped the search teams because they were looking for the notebook, not a notebook. He had rarely used it, but it was there.

He sat down at his small wooden table, pulled the tiny piece of paper from his pocket – that snippet from remand – and carefully smoothed it out. The series of numbers. The word. Gischt (spray/foam).

Gischt. What had he been thinking? He frowned. These were the moments when his cunning eyes began to scan, to connect what no one else saw.

The next morning, after a restless night, he dressed in neutral clothes – old jeans, an inconspicuous sweater – and made his way to the PJZ. The smell of coffee, files, and unspoken tension hit him like a punch to the gut. Collecting his personal belongings was a formality that felt like a humiliation.

At the counter, he met Hugentobler, who lowered his gaze. Müller (3) avoided eye contact entirely.

“Here are your things, Berger,” Hugentobler mumbled, pushing a plastic bag across the counter. “Weapon and badge were confiscated, as you know.” Berger merely nodded. He took the bag. Inside: his wallet (with a fraction of what he expected – the account was frozen), his key ring, an old ballpoint pen. And his fountain pen.

This very fountain pen. The heavy, black colleague made of precious resin, which he had owned for years. He took it out, twirled it between thumb and forefinger. He knew every scratch, every detail. But something was different. In a small spot, near the cap, there was a tiny discoloration in the resin. Almost invisible, a tiny grey shadow where the resin usually gleamed deep black. He rubbed it. It didn’t come off. An ink stain? That was impossible. Fountain pens were closed. Ink only came out when writing. And even then...

Berger put the pen away, his thoughts racing. He said goodbye with a curt nod and stepped back out into the dreary Zürich air. His Volvo waited in the parking lot. It was the only familiar face he encountered. As he turned the ignition key, the engine coughed. It only started on the third try. A quiet sound of solidarity.

He drove. Not aimlessly. The numbers and the word Gischt danced in his head. Where had he written that down? When? He remembered that evening at Türlersee, just before the rain came. He had made an unusual observation while drinking his smoothie.

His Volvo, his faithful companion, was now his mobile office. He had to go to places where he wasn’t expected. Places where the threads of the conspiracy were so thin that only he could see them.

He started with the fountain pen. The discoloration. He needed a microscope, something he wouldn’t get at the PJZ anymore. But he knew someone. A retired watchmaker in a small shop in the Old Town, whose eyes were trained to spot the tiniest details. A friend for whom he had once recovered a lost treasure years ago.

The watchmaker eyed him critically. “Inspector Berger. I read the newspaper.”

“I’m innocent, Mr. Maurer,” Berger said directly. “I need your help. Just for a minute.”

Maurer nodded slowly, his old eyes boring into Berger’s. “Show me.”

Berger handed him the pen. Maurer placed it under an old watchmaker’s microscope, focusing sharply. Then he looked up, his eyes gleaming.

“That’s not an ink stain, my dear,” Maurer said softly. “That’s… a kind of tiny powder. And it smells… peculiar.”

He took a tiny swab with a needle and held it under his nose. “Sulphur. And… copper. The tiniest abrasion. I’d say that’s gunpowder residue. From a firearm.”

Berger felt a chill. Gunpowder residue on his fountain pen? That could only mean one thing: someone had tampered with the murder weapon and then used his fountain pen to transfer something from the weapon. As a distraction. Or as a kind of evil omen. A targeted, personal message.

He drove on, his thoughts now revolving around "Gischt" and the numbers. The Türlersee. The NZZ had written that the bartender from the "Kronenhalle" case, who had incriminated Berger, had since gone into hiding. Fear of the truth? Or fear of the masterminds?

Suddenly, he felt a cold shudder. The rearview mirror. An inconspicuous grey car that had been following him for a while. Not a patrol car. No one he knew. A shadow.

His adversary knew he wouldn’t give up. He knew he was fighting back. The cat-and-mouse game had begun. And this time, Berger was the mouse. But a mouse with cunning eyes.


Chapter 7: The Hunt Begins

The news about the gunpowder residue on his fountain pen hit Berger like lightning. It was a perfidious message, a mockery that deeply affected him. Someone not only wanted to frame him for murder but also to destroy his integrity as an investigator by turning his own methods against him. The "Gischt" note and the numbers suddenly seemed even more enigmatic, but now he knew that every clue, even the seemingly most harmless, was part of a larger, malevolent puzzle.

The media pounced on the latest developments like hyenas on carrion. The NZZ, the SRF Tagesschau, even international papers reported on the "Scandal in Zürich." There were whispers about Berger’s alleged gambling debts, his failed relationships, his "arrogance" that made him believe he was above the law. He was fair game. Public opinion had long since condemned him.

Then came the blow that almost knocked him to the ground. A new witness emerged. Not just any bartender, but a respected personality in Zürich society: Dr. Eva Stettler, a renowned archaeologist. She testified that Berger had heavily pressured her on the night of the "Kronenhalle" case to force an incriminating statement against an innocent person – out of personal revenge. Her eloquent and seemingly irrefutable testimony shattered Berger’s last shred of credibility in public and within the PJZ. The prosecution rejoiced.

Berger felt himself on the verge of collapsing internally. The walls of his small apartment seemed to be closing in on him. The weight of the accusations, the coldness of the rejection he felt from his former colleagues – it was too much. He felt like he was losing his mind, doubting his own memory. Had he really...? No. He had not. But that didn’t help him.

He needed air. Needed clarity. The Türlersee was too far, too exposed. He put on his old, well-worn trekking pants, laced up his hiking boots, and took his bicycle from the basement. He couldn’t take any more. But giving up was not an option.

His destination was the Zürich Langenberg Wilderness Park. He cycled through Adliswil, past the terraced houses, until the cityscape gave way to fields and finally a long, gently sloping stretch of road alongside the enclosure with deer and stags. After thirty minutes, he reached the parking lot in front of the main entrance. Here, where the asphalt ended and the paths began, he parked and secured his bicycle. Bicycles were not allowed inside the park itself.

He entered the Langenberg East Animal Park, which was accessible around the clock. The smell of damp earth and pine trees filled his lungs. He sought the silence, the animal echo, to organize his own thoughts. He went deeper into the park, past the enclosures for bears and wolves. He headed for the lynx enclosure, which was in the Langenberg West area. The gates there, which closed after 7 PM, were still open. A special place for him – the cunning, stealthy hunters who waited in silence. He watched the young lynxes move with an innate elegance through their enclosure, ready for freedom.

He climbed over a fallen tree trunk to follow a particularly narrow path, away from the wider visitor routes, which led him closer to the natural habitat of the wildcats. A moment of peace, of forgetting his own misery.

Suddenly, he felt a cold draft on his neck. A sound that didn’t belong in the forest. The squeal of tires.

Before he could fully turn around, a dark delivery van sped along the narrow service road, directly towards him. The path was closed to visitors, accessible to vehicles only with special permission. The vehicle had no lights on. Berger pulled himself away from the tree, falling behind a rock. The van sped past, just inches from his bicycle, which he had parked at the entrance and the tree trunk where he had just stood. It was almost silent. As the van disappeared in a cloud of dust, Berger picked himself up, his heart pounding wildly. An attack. No accident.

He stared at the spot where the van had disappeared. And there it was. A tiny detail that no one else would have noticed. A minuscule, almost invisible scratch on a branch that hung over the path. Not fresh, but not old either. And next to it, in the soft soil, an imprint. Not a tire print. But the imprint of a very specific shoe sole.

Berger knew this profile. He had only seen it once, but it had stuck in his memory. An exclusive, expensive model of a hiking boot, worn by a man he had once questioned in connection with the "Kronenhalle" case. A man who belonged to the entourage of his adversary in JVA Tignez. A man whose alibi for the night of the murder had been watertight – back then.

Suddenly, the numbers on his slip of paper made sense. Not as a place, not as a time, but as a sequence, a kind of code related to the movement of something heavy. And the word "Gischt"? It was not a natural phenomenon. It was the name of a ferry. A small car and passenger ferry on Lake Zürich that could also transport bicycles. A ferry that docked and departed directly near Dr. Eva Stettler’s apartment in Horgen. If the man with the special shoe profile had driven the delivery van, and the delivery van was almost silent… then it wasn’t an ordinary vehicle. And this man wasn’t just the driver. He was the key. The violation of the driving ban within the park was another mistake by the opponent, a sign of his arrogance or the assumption that Berger wouldn’t notice it.

The flaw in his opponent’s plan wasn’t the gunpowder residue, nor the manipulated account. The flaw was the assumption that Berger, when he was down, would no longer pay attention to the tiny details. The assumption that he wouldn’t return the hunt.


Chapter 8: The First Crack

Returning to his apartment was not a return to peace. Berger’s mind was racing. The gunpowder residue on his fountain pen, the attack in the wilderness park, the precise details of his adversary terrorizing him from afar – and then this tiny slip of paper. “Gischt” and a series of numbers.

He replayed the manipulated video, which allegedly showed him with the middleman in the “Kronenhalle” case, over and over. The clip, recorded by a surveillance camera, showed him in a dark alley not far from the restaurant, a brief conversation, a gesture of agreement. The timestamps were unambiguous. But Berger’s cunning eyes weren’t looking for his own face. They were looking for the background. For what didn’t fit.

He remembered that night. He hadn’t been at Türlersee, as he had claimed in his desperation. He had been home, standing at the window of his Wollishofen apartment. He felt the uncomfortable north-westerly wind sweeping over the city and churning up Lake Zürich. He knew that in such conditions, the ferries, even if not directly visible from Wollishofen, kicked up considerable spray. It had been one of those sleepless nights when thoughts raced, and he tried to unravel the complex entanglements of the "Kronenhalle" case while the wind howled outside.

And there it was. The word on the slip of paper: Gischt. The spray of a ferry.

The numbers. Not just a simple time, but a precise sequence, almost like coordinates.

He pulled out his old, dusty nautical almanac, which he had once inherited from a boat-owning friend. Along with it, a topographic map of Lake Zürich and a current timetable for the Horgen-Meilen ferry, which ran every ten minutes and took about ten minutes for the crossing.

His note read: “Horgen-Meilen ferry, 09:45 PM, heavy spray, wind North-West.”

09:50 PM. That was the exact time the video showed Berger in the alley near the Kronenhalle.

He had indeed experienced the strong north-westerly wind that evening and knew the resulting conditions on the lake. However, the video showed a clear, almost mirror-smooth surface of the lake in the background – a detail that was only noticeable upon closest inspection, as the alley provided only a limited view. But he had seen it. And it contradicted his knowledge of the weather conditions. Clearly.

The delivery van in the wilderness park. The specific shoe profile. The man driving the van belonged to the adversary’s circle. He was his errand boy, his henchman. And this man was the key. Berger had already tracked him down. His name was Petermann, a former petty criminal whom Berger’s adversary had once put on his payroll to carry out dirty work. Petermann, whose alibi for the night of the murder had seemed surprisingly solid at the time.

Berger knew he couldn’t lose time. He needed proof. He grabbed his small notebook, put his fountain pen in his pocket, and left the apartment. Not with the Volvo, which was too conspicuous. He took the tram. He found Petermann in a seedy bar in Zürich West, where the city’s shadows met. The man sat at a dark table, a beer in front of him, his eyes restless, constantly darting to the door. The exclusive shoe profile was visible under the table. Petermann was taller than Berger, hot-headed and unpredictable. But Berger had something Petermann lacked: knowledge.

Berger sat down at Petermann’s table without an invitation. The man flinched.

“You should be careful, Petermann,” Berger said softly. His voice was calm, but his cunning eyes fixed on the other man. “They send you to the wilderness park to run me over. Without lights. Without remorse. Do you think they’d hesitate to get rid of you if you’re no longer useful?”

Petermann growled. “What do you want, Berger? You’re finished.”

“I know the video is manipulated,” Berger continued, ignoring him. “The background image of the lake. The weather conditions didn’t match what I experienced from my apartment that night. And I know when you manipulated it. And how.”

Petermann’s face turned pale. “You… you’re crazy.”

“I found gunpowder residue on my fountain pen,” Berger said, placing the pen on the table. “I know the weapon found in my locker was a diversion. And I know who put it there after it was manipulated.”

Petermann’s eyes twitched. He nervously glanced at the other patrons.

“Prosecutor Riemer doesn’t know you’ll be collateral damage when all this comes out,” Berger continued, his voice cool. “She thinks she has the fish on the hook. But you’re just the bait. And I have you on the hook.”

Berger leaned forward. “Who manipulated the video? And what does Dr. Eva Stettler have to do with it? Her alibi for the night of the murder was too perfect. One small, overlooked detail in the background of the video, or in the precise conditions of Lake Zürich, is enough to overturn everything. And I have that detail. I have the spray.”

Petermann swallowed hard. He trembled. He saw in Berger’s eyes the same determination he had so often admired – and feared – in the Inspector. The man who had put him behind bars back then was not broken. He was hunting.

“I… I should keep quiet,” Petermann mumbled.

“Staying quiet will sink you,” Berger retorted. “Talking gives you a chance. I need a name, Petermann. The name of the video technician. And how Eva Stettler was pressured. She’s just a victim, just like I am.” Petermann struggled with himself. Then he nodded resignedly. “There was… there was a technician. A freak who could do anything. Deepfakes. Timestamps. And Stettler… she had debts. High debts. They could blackmail her. With her career. With her reputation. They wanted her to say you had coerced her.”

He gave a name. An obscure freelancer from the IT scene, known for his moral flexibility.

“And the weapon?” Berger asked.

“It… it was only manipulated after the murder. And then placed in your locker. I saw it. The boss wanted to finish you off. Completely.”

Berger leaned back. The first domino chain had fallen. The inconspicuous slip of paper, the spray, the numbers, the shoes, the ambush in Langenberg – everything was falling into place.


Chapter 9: The Crack in the Concrete

The courtroom of the Zürich District Court was sober, modern, and packed to the last seat. There were no theatrical jury benches, but rather a raised podium for the three-judge panel, which looked like an insurmountable wall. In the center sat the presiding judge, Superior Judge Keller, a woman whose expression was as impenetrable as the granite of the Gotthard. She was flanked by two other professional judges who were making meticulous notes. Tears didn’t count here; only the files mattered. And for Marc Berger, sitting stone-faced next to his public defender Bänninger, the files looked catastrophic.

Prosecutor Riemer knew this. She wasn’t playing to an audience; she was playing to the three professionals up there.

“High Court,” she began her arguments, precise and cutting. “The evidence is not merely overwhelming; it is a mathematical fact. Inspector Berger abused his position to manipulate evidence, enrich himself, and intimidate witnesses.”

She presented the printouts of the account movements, then the forensic report on the weapon from Berger’s locker. Finally, she called Dr. Eva Stettler to the witness stand.

The archaeologist appeared composed, almost too composed. She directed her answers straight to the panel of judges, avoiding any eye contact with Berger. “He put me under massive pressure,” she declared with a steady voice. “He threatened to destroy my reputation if I didn’t testify in his favor. I was afraid of his arbitrariness.”

Superior Judge Keller looked over the rim of her glasses. “Did you perceive these threats as imminent, Dr. Stettler?”

“Yes, Your honour. He was very… physical in his presence.”

Now it was Bänninger’s turn. He seemed more nervous than the prosecutor, but Berger had strengthened his backbone in the last few hours. He stepped up to the lectern. It wasn’t about winning the judges over emotionally, but about sowing doubt in the logic of the prosecution.

“Dr. Stettler,” Bänninger began. “You spoke of a physical presence that evening. It was a stormy night, wasn’t it?”

“It was raining heavily, yes,” Stettler confirmed.

“And Inspector Berger… how was he dressed? Did he wear a raincoat to protect himself from this storm?”

Stettler hesitated for only a fraction of a second. She knew that details created credibility. “Yes. He wore a dark raincoat. He was soaking wet.”

Berger shook his head, barely perceptibly. Superior Judge Keller, known for her powers of observation, noticed the gesture.

“A raincoat,” Bänninger repeated dryly. “Interesting. Dr. Stettler, every colleague in the corps, anyone who knows Inspector Berger even fleetingly, knows one thing: He does not own a raincoat. He detests them. He wears a jacket, in any weather. A quirk, certainly. But one you would know if you had truly met him.”

Riemer wanted to intervene, but the presiding judge raised her hand. “Proceed, Counsel.”

Bänninger nodded. “Let’s get to the core of the indictment. The video.”

The large screen in the hall lit up. The scene in the alley. Berger and the middleman.

“Prosecutor Riemer described this video as a ‘mathematical fact’,” Bänninger said, turning directly to the judicial panel. “I ask the Court not to focus on the people, but on the background. On the small section of Lake Zürich visible at the end of the alley.”

He zoomed into the freeze-frame. The water was dark, smooth, almost oily calm.

“According to 0rological data from Meteo Swiss,” Bänninger held up a document, “at the alleged time of the crime, at 09:50 PM, there was a strong northwesterly wind with gusts of over 80 km/h. The logbook of the last ferry from Horgen to Meilen reported ‘heavy spray’ and rough seas.”

Silence in the courtroom. The two associate judges leaned forward. One whispered something to the presiding judge. Logic. Physics. That was their language. “A mirror-smooth lake during a north-westerly storm is physically impossible,” Bänninger continued, his voice now firmer. “This video is technically brilliantly made, a so-called deepfake. But the creator made a mistake: He used a background setting that didn’t match the weather report. He forgot the spray.”

Riemer jumped up. “These are conjectures! The camera perspective
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